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ADVERTISEMENT. 


HE following Sermon, which was written 
ſolely with a view to Parochial Inſtruc- 

tion, is now printed chiefly for the purpoſe 
of diſtributing copies of it among the author's 
pariſhioners, to whom he has inſcribed it, 
with earneſt hopes that it may encourage 
them to the ſtedfaſt profeſſion of the true 
primitive faith, and to a regular obſervance 
of the eſtabliſhed ordinances of our church. 


The remaining copies he ventures to offer 


to the public, from a deſire to render his 


endeavours ſomewhat more extenſively uſe- 
ful. 
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JEREMIAH vi. 16. 


Ius ſaith the Lord, Stand ye in the ways, 
and ſee, and aſk for the old paths, where is 
the good way, and walk therein, and ye 
hall find reſt for your ſouls; but they ſaid, 


We will not walk therem. 


ROM this and ſimilar admonitions in 

the Old Teſtament, it appears, that the 
Iſraelites, notwithſtanding the many induce- 
ments they had to perſeverance in the re- 
ligion of their forefathers, were prone to 
innovation, and eager in enquiring after 
new doctrines and opinions. The Moſaical 
laws and inſtitutions, although ſanctioned 
by irreſiſtible evidence of their divine autho- 
rity, and plainly of the moſt beneficial ten- 
dency, were not ſufficient to reſtrain them 
from falling into the idolatrous practices of 


B * their 
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BE 


their neighbours, and adopting many uſages 


incompatible with that purity of worſhip 
enjoined them in the law and the prophets. 


They grew weary of walking in © the old 
paths; and, in the purſuit of novelty, ceaſed 
even to enquire after them, or take any pains 


99 


to return to that good way, wherein they 
might find reſt for their ſouls.” Nay, 
they obſtinately determined to forſake them, 
and faid, We will not walk therein.“ 


= It is but too evident, that in this, as well 
as many other reſpects, the Jewiſh church was 
a type of the Chriſtian. The ſame diſre- 


gard to primitive faith, and primitive prac- 


tice, is diſcoverable in the annals of Chriſ- 


tianity, as in thoſe of the Jews: and, in 


both alike, we trace the evil increaſing with 
the lapſe of time, aud becoming more. ge- 
neral, as well as more undiſguiſed, in pro- 
portion as manners, opinions, and circum- 


ſtances change, and give a new colour to 


men 's  babits and inclinations. 


"The progreſs, indeed, of what is called 
refinement, however favourable to the im- 
provement 


N 


en 8 r 
e 3 . . 3x» n 7. 1 3 
. (. ; 


N 1 * 8 2 hs os x = Ty CL 3 re 2 ** wh rak 5 7 + L 715 0 BA 2 
/ TTT . CARED 


r N . d 2 = + 1 ed BEES RF”. 27 8 * wy 
TO IN EET Bb UE TENETS 


2 | 
n 


1 7 
& 


19 
provement of art and ſcience, or to the dif- 
fuſion of wealth, power, and diſtinction, in 
civilized ſtates, unfortunately conduces not 
a little to the evil above-mentioned. It 
tends to the increaſe of vanity, luxury, and 
oſtentation. It inflates, in ſome degree, the 
minds of a whole community, and inclines 
them to deſpiſe every principle or uſage eſta- 
bliſhed by their ruder anceſtors, as the effect 

of ignorance or prejudice. Theſe ſenti- 
ments, coming in aid of that corruption of 
human nature, which prompts us to throw 
off as much as poſſible all obſtacles to vicious 
gratification, cannot but prove highly pre- 
judicial to the intereſts of religion. 19 


The unreaſonableneſs, however, of ſuf- 
fering our religion thus to fall into diſuſe or 
diſrepute, will become evident, on a flight 
conſideration. Whatever advancements may 
be made in human knowledge, by the labour 
of ſucceeding generations, Religion (I mean 
revealed religion) is not, ſtrictly ſpeaking, 
ſuſceptible of ſimilar improvement. It is not 
the invention of the human mind; and there- 
fore is not to be amended by any exertion of 
+ the 
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the human faculties. It is the communica- 


tion of divine knowledge, and, as ſuch, muſt 


be: intrinfically perfect. It proceeds from 
Him, who is unchangeable, the ſame yeſ- 
terday, to-day, and for ever;“ and, conſe- 
quently, it ought not to be made to vary with 
the endleſs fluctuation of human opinion. 
In ſhort, men are not able, and, if they ſup- 
poſe themſelves able, they are not authorized, 
to imhrove upon the word of God. Specu- 


lation is excluded. The divine will is law. 


Obedience is the duty enjoined: and this 
duty remains preciſely the ſame in all caſes, 


and under all circumſtances, to the very 
end of time. | 


The reſult is, that true religion, although 
the knowledge of it may be gradually un- 
folded and enlarged by divine communica- 
tions, is, with reſpect to any diſcoveries we can 
make in it, ſtationary, not progreſſive. What 
it was at firſt, that it is now, and muſt ſtill 
continue to be, unleſs ſome further revelation 
were to be imparted to us from above. The 
Jews could not improve upon Moſes and the 
Prophets; neither can Chriſtians improve 


upon 


An 
upon Chriſt and his Apoſtles. The old 
<« paths,” therefore, are the only paths that 
can lead us to ſalvation. We are forbidden 
to © turn either to the right hand or to the 
left;“ and it is at our utmoſt peril, if we 
venture to do ſo. | r 


Thus far, as a general outline of religious 
duty, will hardly be diſputed by any ſincere 
believer in Revelation. But it may be aſked, 
(and the queſtion 7s aſked almoſt every day) 
May not the doctrines and duties of Re- 
« vealed Religion, admit of more accurate 
definition, or more rational modification, 
in proportion to the advancement of gene- 
ral knowledge? Or is it to be ſuppoſed, 

that, when we are daily making diſcoveries 
unknown to our anceſtors, and correcting 
many falſe notions and prejudices which 
they adopted, we ſhould not be better en- 
abled than they were, to diſcern truth from 
error, and to ſeparate what is neceſſary 
from what is uſeleſs or burthenſome ?? 


— 
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It may be anſwered, we do not deny, that 
the ſacred books, in which Revealed Raligion 
1 is 


R 
is contained, are capable of many iu luſtrations 
from literature, from ſcience, and from hiſ- 
torical reſearch. It is one of the boaſts of 
our religion, that it has received great addi- 
tional ſtrength and confirmation, from the 
right application of all theſe. Neither do 
we deny, that many paſſages relating to par- 
ticular branches of faith or practice, have, 
by the judicious labours of critics and com- 
mentators, in collating ſcripture with ſcrip- 
ture, and interpreting its contents ſo as to 
make them harmonize with each other, been 

more ſatisfactorily elucidated, than they could 
be in times of leſs diligent enquiry, or leſs 
learned attainments. For all theſe helps to 
religious knowledge we are moſt thankful; 
and are proud likewiſe to reflect, that Wwe 
live in a country where ſuch helps are conti- 
nually multiplied, for the edification of the 
Chriſtian church. | 


But let human knowledge keep within its 
proper bounds. To exhound the Scriptures, 
is one thing: to /t in judgment upon them, 
is another. The former is the juſt province 
of reaſon; the latter is not. To add to the 

* | Holy 


Holy — or to take from them tee 
make them ſubſervient to our particular opi- 
nions; to put conſtructions upon them which 
they will not conſiſtently bear or to Tead 
them as we do the works of unintpited 
writers, cavilling, cenſuring, or admitting 
certain portions only, as may beſt ſuit: our 
own prejudices or taſte; all this is very:dif- 
ferent from the true work of - eappounarng. 
It is tranſgreſſing the limits preſeribed to 
man's fallible underſtanding, and muſt be 
conſidered as unwarrantable innovation. All 
that the moſt accompliſhed critics or ſcho- 
lars of the moſt enlightened age can juſtly 
pretend to on the ſubject of Revelation, is, 
to apply their talents to the removal of dif- 
ficulties, the ſolution of doubts, the arrange- 
ment and harmonious aſſortment of the whole 
of the Scripture truths. Every attempt to 
diſtort or miſinterpret the ſacred" writinss, 
for the ſake of adapting them to ſyſtems ef 

our own, is vicious. It is the ſin of 'whieh 

the Jews of old were guilty, (and for which 
they incurred juſt condemnation) that of re- 

fuſing to * walk in the old paths,” of. for- 
9 _— God. the fountam of a Waters, 5 
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and . he wing them out ciſterns, broken ciſ- 
«© terns, that can hold no water. 
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Thus far in vindication of a ſcrupulous 
adherence to the written word of Revelation, 
as tranſmitted to us from primitive times. 
We may add, (ſince the words of the text 
ſeem to imply as much) that there is a reve- 
rence due to ancient rules and ordinances of 
the church, even thoſe which may not be 
expreſsly commanded in the inſpired writ- 
ings. To “ ſtand in the way, and ſee, and 
* aſk for the old paths, muſt, in its full 
ſignification, imply a conformity to ancient 
diſcipline, modes, and regulations, ſo far as 
they can be aſcertained and practiſed at a 
remote period from their inſtitution: and, 
although theſe may not ſtrictly be conſidered as 
of divine authority, yet, when it is apparent, 
that they were deſigned for the better pre- 
ſervation of religious truth, and the more 
effeftual promotion of religious practice, they 
undoubtedly demand attention, and call for 
.a ready compliance on our part. This ſeems 
| highly reaſonable in itfelf, as well as very 
N fairly deducible from the precept in the text. 
| | In 


FF) 
In applying the foregoing obſervations to 
our own times and country, it 18 to be feared, 
we ſhall find too general a propenſity to de- 
viate greatly, both from primitive doctrine 
and primitive — in ſome * effental 
points. Is 
I. And firſt, as to deviati ions from  primi. 
tive doctrine. D 


The ſpirit of philoſophizing upon every 
ſubject, has paved the way for many unſerip- 
tural and falſe opinions, upon ſome of the 
chief articles of the Chriſtian faith. Many 
among us are become 00 w/e, it ſeems," to 
N as the Scriptures require, in the 
doctrines of the Trinity, the Incarnation, 
the Fall, Redemption, Atonement, ' and 
Sanctification; nay, Creation itſelf is hardly 
deemed credible, by ſome enlightened ſpirits 
of the preſent day. But . comes 
„the wiſdom,” that calls theſe things in 
queſtion? Certainly, not from above; 
ſince all pretenſions to divine inſpiration are, 
by the generality of theſe philoſophers; utterly 
diſcredited and ſet at nought. It is therefore 


liable 
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liable to the imputation of being what St. 
James calls * earthly, ſenſual, deviliſh; that 


is, proceeding from corrupt and evil principles, 
from vanity, pride, or — in en 


fia the will of e Win ba 


If this ſpirit were confined, however, to 
profeſſed adverſaries of our faith, it would 


hardly come within the ſcope of our preſent 


ſubject. But, unhappily, its influence per- 
vades, in ſome degree, almoſt the whole 


body of Chriſtians, and leads them to for- 


ſake the fimplicity and purity of ſcriptural 
truth, in their endeavours to accommodate it 
to theſe ſeductive, though erroneous, opinions. 
Hence we find ſo many members of the 
Chriſtian church, either wavering upon theſe 
points, or admitting them partially into their 
creed, or putting ſuch forced conſtructions 
upon them as almoſt entirely to deſtroy their 
import and ſignification. Sometimes the 
moſt important facts, ſuch as the Creation, 
the Fall, and even the Miracles of Moſes 
and of Chriſt, are frittered away by allegorical 
interpretation. At other times, doctrines, 
which are too plain to be eluded in their 

literal 


1 
literal acceptation, are made to bend to cer- 
tain arbitrary rules of reaſon, or abſtract 
opinions, to which, it is pretended, every 
doctrine muſt be reconciled, in the firſt in- 
ſtance, before it can obtain rational aſſent. 
Indeed, rational Chriſtianity (as it is very im- 
properly called) has done infinite harm in 
this reſpect. It aſſumes a privilege of trying 
revelation by reaſon, as a paramount judge. 
It is chargeable with the inconſiſtency of ac- 
knowledging the Scriptures as the word of 
God, and yet ſubmitting them to the deci- 
ſion of human opinion. And from this fun- 
damental error has it prineipally ariſen, in 
modern times, that ſo many have departed 
from the old rule of faith obſerved by our 
forefathers, and which was derived entirely 
from the pure ſource of Scripture truth, 
genuine and uncorrupted. 


At the ſame time it muſt be confeſſed, 
that there is a wide difference between ſuch 
half-believing Chriſtians and avowed Infi- 
dels. But the difference appears to be rather 
in degree, than in ind. A preſumptuous 
deſire to meaſure the divine by human under- 

ſtanding, 


L 12 ] 
Ang and to make our fallible judgment 
the ſtandard of perfection, is the origin of 
| Goth errors; and it will too often be found, 
that thoſe who begin with endeavouring to 
make Chriſtianity more rational than - the 
Scriptures have m it, will end in infide- 


lity. 


he beſt ſecurity againſt this danger would 
yndoubtedly be, to © ſtand in the ways, and 
“ ſee, and aſk for the old paths, and walk 
„therein; to have recourſe to the word of 
God itſelf; and to thoſe pure and blameleſs 
interpreters of it, the primitive Chriſtian 
writers. Great regard is due likewiſe to the 
firſt reformers of our own church; who, 
in all their zeal for Chriſtian liberty and a 
reaſonable ſervice, never loſt fight of a proper 
reverence for the Scriptures ; but drew from 


them, and from them only, the rule both of 
their faith and conduct. 


II. Next to the deviations in points of 
doctrine, let us confider thoſe which concern 
religious fractice. Theſe are of different 
kinds, ſome relating to the obſervance of 

expreſs 
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expreſs commands of Holy Writ; others to 
particular ordinances of the Chriſtian church, 
which, though not of equal authority with 
the former, are entitled to a high degree of 
reverence, as being preſcribed by men of 
unqueſtiouable piety, on and diſ- 


cretion. 


The duties of ſanctifying the ſabbath, of 
receiving the Sacrament of the Lord's Sup- 
per, of public worſhip, and of private prayer 
and meditation, muſt be allowed, on all 
hands, to be ſcriſitural duties, and ſuch as 
cannot be evaded, or explained-away, by any 
ſophiſtry whatever. How far we have de- 
parted from the exemplary obſervance! of 
theſe duties in the days of our forefathers, 
and in the earlier ages of the Goſpel, it re- 
quires little ſagacity to diſcover. It would, 
perhaps, not have been eaſy to find an in- 
ſtance, in thoſe times, of any one, profeſ- 
ſing himſelf a Chriſtian, who abſented him- 
ſelf, either morning or evening, from public 
worſhip on the ſabbath-day, or who omitted 
receiving the Holy Sacrament, frequently, 
at leaſt, if not as often as the ſervice of the 
= church 


| 1 
church afforded him an opportunity. It 
would then have been rare, to meet with ſuch 
an one, who did not inculcate theſe duties 
upon his family and domeſtics, and who, in 
addition to his own ſecret devotions in his 
cloſet, did not aſſemble his houſhold around 
him, jointly to offer up the morning and 
evening ſacrifice of praiſs and prayer, to 
their Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier. 
But how ſtands the cafe at preſent? The 
molt partial advocate for modern times can- 
not but perceive the very general neglect that 


prevails, of all theſe diſtinguiſhed branches of 
Chriſtian duty. 


If it fare thus with the acknowledged du- 
ties of the Goſpel, we are not to wonder if 
it fare. no better with the later ordinances of 
the church, however uſeful, however wile; 
however grounded upon the principles of pure 
religion. 


The devout obſeryance of faſts and feſ- 
tivals, the attendance on weekly prayers in 
the church, the charitable office of viſiting 
the wk. the appointment of ſponſors in bap- 

9 tiſm, 


15 J 
tiſm, the uſe of ** and many other 
cuſtoms, moſt beneficial as auxiliaries to re- 
ligion, and calculated to preſerve in our 
minds thoſe ſentiments of virtue and piety 
which the world is daily contributing to 
efface; are all, more or leſs, falling into 
diſuſe, or continued as mere forms, without 
ſpirit, utility, or meaning. 


It is in the metroſtolis, more eſpecially, 
that theſe duties are ſo generally diſregarded. 
The amuſements, the buſineſs, the endleſs 
variety of objects, which here engroſs the 
mind and diſtract the attention, tend in a 
great meaſure to obliterate thoſe ſentiments 
of piety, which can hardly be kept alive 
without frequent recollection and reflection. 
The diſſipation of the week is but a bad pre- 
parative for the ſolemnity of the ſabbath; 
and the mind that is ever in purſuit of worldly 
gains, or worldly pleaſures, is in danger of 
loſing all reliſh for ſpiritual concerns. 

This, indeed, is the excuſe, which Mn 
always ready to make, for departing from the 
good old paths of religion, and conforming 
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to modern habits of life, even where their 


ſpiritual intereſts are moſt materially affected. 


They cannot find time for theſe pious ſer- 
vices. What they call their duty to them- 


h ſelves, (by which is often meant the employ- 


ment only of adminiſtering to their own eaſe, 
indulgence, or love of gain) interferes with 
their duty to God. Beſides which, there 
is a faſhion in religion, as in every thing 
elſe; and it happens now, unfortunately, to 
be the faſhion to conſider many of theſe 
ordinances as obfolete, or ſuperſtitious; and 
more particularly to hold in contempt thoſe 
which have apparently no other foundation 
than that of church-authority. 


But, without entering at preſent into the 
queſtion of church-authority, (which, al- 
though ſo indecently contemned, is deſerving 
of much more conſideration than ſome are 
aware of) we may be permitted to remark, 
that the evil is not likely to ſtop here. When 
all the ordinances of the church, and all the 
helps for devotion, which were inſtituted: in 
former times, are deemed obſolete and out 
of faſhion, there is danger leſt religion itſelf, 

the 


1 3 
the whole of it, become obſolete likewiſe, 
We may lop off ſo many of the branches, as 
to endanger the body of the tree. We may, 
one by one, relinquiſh: old cuſtoms and pious 
uſages, until, by degrees, we have none leſt, 


to keep up even the memorial Ws our 11 
and duty as Chriſtians, 1 | 


It 3 then, incumbent upon us to 
conſider, upon what grounds our forefathers 
adopted theſe expedients, and what Was the 
real object they had in view. Haſtily to 
root up ancient cuſtoms, merely becauſe they 


are ancient, is no proof of wiſdom. Men 


are now what they always were; ſubject to 
be led aſtray by paſſion, by appetite, by pre- 
judices of various kinds: and if particular 
inſtitutions were found to be ſalutary in re- 
ſtraining thoſe evil propenſities in former 
times; why ſhould they not be ſo in the 
fireſent ? It were well, therefore, if we did 
not reje& ancient regulations, cuſtoms, and 
ordinances, without ſeriouſly weighing their 
utility and importance. For example; if it 
appear that the regular obſervance of the 
feſtivals in our Proteſtant calendar, be cal- 

C culated 
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culated to inſpire gratitude for the benefits 
we derive from the great events of the Gof- 


pel, and from its firſt preachers; ; whilſt,” on 


the other hand, the devout commemoration 
of the ſeaſon of Lent, and of Paſſion-Week, 
equally tend to impreſs us with thoſe ſenti- 
ments of humiliation and contrition, without 
which we cannot become partakers of the 
bleflings offered to us; who can fay, that 
ſuch inſtitutions are ſuperfluous or unim- 
portant? The ſame remark is applicable, in 
ſome degree, to almoſt every other cuſtom 
of our church; a church, which, through- 


out the whole of her ritual, has ſhewn a 
manifeſt regard to the pure ſimplicity of 


apoſtolical times, enjoining only ſuch ordi- 
nances as are evidently conducive to the pro- 
motion of ſound piety. 


What, then, ſhall we fay to the neglect of 
theſe ſimple, eaſy, uſeful, and wiſe inſtitu- 
tions? Has the reaſon of them ceaſed? 
Has their authority vaniſhed? Is their uti- 
lity at an end? Surely no thinking man can 
be of opinion, that the age is become ſo per- 


fectly wiſe and virtuous, as not to ſtand in 


need 
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need of any helps to religion. And yet that, 


theſe are helps to religion, no one can deny, 
who is at all acquainted with the human 
mind, and who has ever obſerved how. neceſ- 
ſary it is that we ſhould be provided with fre- 
quent mementos of our duty, with incite- 
ments to perſevere in well- doing, with every 
variety of defenſive armour, wherewith to 


combat the .hoſt of ſpiritual enemies that 
hourly beſet us. 


This alone (if we had nothing elſe to 
alledge in their favour) is a ſufficient argu- 
ment for adhering to“ the old paths, where 
„is the good way, and walking therein.“ 
The text ſubjoins likewiſe the reward of 
doing ſo: © Ye ſhall find reſt unto your ſouls:” 
the truth of which, we may venture to aſſert, 
is comfortably felt by all who make the ex- 
periment. There is little honour, little ſa- 
tisfaction, to be derived from adopting new 
modes and new opinions in religion; eſpe- 
cially where almoſt every innovation implies 
a departure from ſomething really conducive 
to our ſpiritual welfare. But they who keep 
cloſe to the examples of thoſe good times, 
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when every one thought it his glory to follow 
the ſteps of out Lord and his Apoſtles, will 
walk fecurely all the days of their life, and 


Will, at their laſt hour, experience a joyful 


hope and complacency, for which 1 
in n this world can De an equivalent. 


Let us, then, reſolve to ſhew our attach- 
ment to the good old cauſe of Chriſtian piety, 
and our ſteady oppoſition to novelties, un- 
warranted by Scripture, and ariſing only 
from vanity and conceit. Let us not be 
back ward to “ ſhine as lights in the midſt of 
* a crooked and perverſe generation,” by 
reverting to the practice of former times, 
wherever that practice is ſanctioned by com- 
petent authority, and recommends itſelf. to 
our ſober judgment. We may ſtrive to be 
as much wiſer and better than our fore- 
fathers as we can; but let us be aſſured, that 
we are not likely to become fo, by neglecting 
thoſe means, which even they did not find 
more than ſufficient, to work out their fal- 
4 vation.“ It is not by relaxing our efforts, 
it is not by ſeeking new and eaſter ways, that 
we can expect to ſucceed; but it is by per- 


ſevering 


1 2 1 
Gola with all diligence and conſtancy, i in 
the paths already marked out for us. Enter 
« ye in,” ſays our bleſſed Lord, © at the 
«« ſtrait gate; for wide is the gate, and broad 
« is the way, that leadeth to deſtruction, and 
« many there be which go in thereat: be- 
« cauſe ſtrait is the gate, and narrow is the 
« way, which leadeth unto life, and few 
« there be that find it.” God grant that 
we may be of the number of thoſe compa- 
ratively few, and by following the paths of 
true holineſs and righteouſneſs, may finally. 


arrive at the manſions of eternal life, n 
Jeſus Chriſt our Lord! 


FINIS. 
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